T he Gulf of Mexico oil spill set in motion an army of health professionals deployed by Washington, states and centres of medical learning, all dedicated to helping Americans stay well in the throes of the catastrophe and its aftermath.
For all that effort, an unsettling reality sank in even before the undersea rupture was staunched: Science knows precious little about the human hazards of exposure to crude oil. Researchers have a better understanding of oil's perils for pelicans and marshlands of the Louisiana bayou.
In the short term, the health effects have been most obvious among the thousands of workers scrambling to contain and now clean up the spill. They've worked in brutal heat for months, face to face with the primal sludge, in conditions too steamy for many to wear full protective gear. They've experienced respiratory problems, skin irritation and plenty of heat stress.
Much less clear is the impact the chemical cocktail in Gulf crude will have on the public in years to come.
Gulf states have now become a living laboratory as teams of medical professionals lay the foundation for long-term monitoring of the population.
At congressional hearings in Washington, DC, and an Institute of Medicine conference convened in New Orleans, Louisiana, as the oil still flowed, experts expressed frustration that they know little about the health risks of a substance that courses so ubiquitously through daily life.
"While extensive data exists on the effects of oil spills on wildlife and ecosystems, the effects on human health Obama issued a statement on July 7 supporting action on the Senate legislation, which he said would complement the efforts of the working group. He said the administration already has taken steps to reduce the prevalence of E. coli, implemented new standards to reduce exposure to campylobacter, one of the most common causes of food poisoning, and issued a rule to help control salmonella contamination, the most common cause.
Attorney Bill Marler, whose Seattle law firm specializes in food-related illnesses, says a lack of coordination among state, federal and local governments is one reason that outbreaks of foodborne illnesses aren't identified more quickly.
FDA is "underfunded and understaffed for what we expect them to do and it's only getting worse" as imports increase and food production becomes more complex, Marler says. "The risks are just larger. We've not kept up with the reality of how our food is produced."
Consumer groups, meanwhile, have been trying to increase pressure on Congress to act by stressing public interest in the issue. Sandra Eskin, director of the Pew Health Group's food safety campaign, says people are shocked to learn the FDA doesn't have authority under 70-year-old food safety laws to require recalls, and that food facilities can go a decade between FDA inspections.
Make Our Food Safe, a coalition of consumer, public health and food safety groups, welcomed the committee's recommendation that the FDA be given more authority. It said in a statement that the FDA "desperately needs a specific mandate to prevent foodborne illness rather than continuing to act only after people become sick or die."
The coalition has an ally in Robyn Allgood of Idaho, whose two-year-old son Kyle died in 2006 from eating a spinach smoothie contaminated with E. coli. Allgood recently taped a radio ad urging senators to act on the legislation, and travelled to Washington to press for action.
"No family should have to go through this," Allgood says in the radio ad, paid for by the Pew Charitable Trust. "We can save other children."
The Miller's agency is recruiting a cohort of up to 20 000 spill workers and Gulf residents, backed by an initial US$10 million from the National Institutes of Health, to study their medical history, oil exposure and future immunological, neurobehavioral and respiratory health.
Much rides on what is found. Unlike in the Exxon Valdez aftermath, when recovery payments stretched out over decades of litigation and awards ultimately were slashed by the US Supreme Court, BP LLC agreed to set up a US$2-billion fund for Gulf residents, businesses and the environment. Physical ailments now and in the future qualify for compensation.
Mental health suffering, however, an inevitable consequence of the disaster, yet one that is difficult to quantify, might be frozen out of the fund. Kenneth Feinberg, the blunt independent arbiter of the fund, says mental health might be a step too far.
"If you start compensating purely mental anguish without a physical injury," he told legislators, "we'll be getting millions of claims from people watching television. You have to draw the line somewhere."
Grounded fishermen, owners and employees of shuttered businesses and other residents close to the crisis have 
